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FOR THE PATIENT’S GOOD

The restoration of beneficence in health care
Edmund Pellegrino and David C. Thomasma
Oxford University Press (1988)

240 pages. Price £22.50

For the patient’s good is a companion to the previous work by
these distinguished authors, A philosophical basis of medical
practice, which sought to elucidate an underlying structure in
the messy pragmatism of everyday practice, and in particular
to establish a coherent value system with which to navigate the
turbulent waters of specialism, commercialism, legalism, and
defensiveness which characterize medicine in the western world.
Their thesis in this work is that the current emphasis on the pa-
tient’s autonomy as the over-riding ethical principle may act to
the disadvantage of patients by devaluing another principle,
beneficence (‘only do good’). The authors claim that patients
need a doctor’s healing powers, including powers over their lives,
more than they need autonomy, especially when that autonomy
is diminished by the effects of disease.

The concepts of autonomy and paternalism are critically ex-
amined and their contextual, existential, and conceptual limita-
tions listed. Paternalism is divided into ‘strong’ (the insensitive,
arrogant assumption of power) and ‘weak’ (the shaping of pa-
tient decisions by filtration of the information provided for
them), and then, importantly, carefully differentiated from
beneficence, which some workers would argue is paternalism.

This is not an easy book, and assumes at least some previous
reading in the field. It could not be recommended as a stan-
dard work for trainees, but for the thinking doctor, and perhaps
the course organizer considering how to frame the ethical com-
ponent of a day release course, this could be a most valuable
book. In particular it addresses rigorously the everyday problems
of practice: decisions under uncertainty, the physician as
gatekeeper, and arguments about the quality of life. Pellegrino
and Thomasma quote Harvey Cushing’s call to reconsecration
(to a higher level of self effacement) and go on to review the
ways in which the ‘moral cement of shared values’, on which
Cushing could rely, have been greatly weakened. They not only
call for a reconstruction of medical ethics, but furnish the reader
with foundations and scaffolding with which to approach the
task. In doing so, they have provided help for any doctor who,
at the end of a working day, wonders whether he or she has done
good to the patients. For such doctors this is a book to be
bought, read, and reread.

D.H.H. METCALFE
Professor of General Practice, University of Manchester

TREAT ME RIGHT

Essays in medical law and ethics
Ian Kennedy

Oxford University Press (1988)
375 pages. Price £35.00

If you thought that medical law was mainly concerned with mat-
ters of negligence and the realms of the protection societies, this
book will soon disabuse you. It is a selection of previously
published papers covering 15 years of the author’s work in the
field; the older papers benefit from postscripts that bring the
arguments up to date. Ian Kennedy sees medical law as a discrete
area concerned with the interactions between doctors and pa-
tients and the organization of health care. These essays are con-
cerned with the way such interactions should be ordered. Bring-
ing together the author’s views on situations as disparate as the
care of the very low birthweight baby, contraception for those

under 16 years of age and the discontinuation of ventilators
enables one to see the development and unity of his thought
and its relation to his basic ethic.

The autonomy and responsibility of the individual and the
role of the wider community in setting limits to medical deci-
sion making are two recurrent themes. The author’s analysis of
legal decisions is incisive and enables one to understand the basis
of current law. However, he does not always defend the underly-
ing ethical principles that guide him in his more critical analyses
and this area could benefit from more discussion.

At times one is frustrated by the citation of legal cases without
a brief resume of the details. Perhaps, as the style of references
suggests, this is a book directed more to lawyers than to doc-
tors. Such a view would be unfortunate as it provides a rich
source of material for all involved in consideration or teaching
of the ethical and legal issues that affect our practice.

CARL R. WHITEHOUSE
Senior Lecturer in General Practice, University of Manchester

College Publications —
Medicine and Society

Patients and their Doctors 1977 (Occasional Paper 8)
Cartwright and Anderson follow up their classic work on
patients’ views of their doctors. A useful source document on
patient opinion. £3.00

A Survey of Primary Care in London (Occasional

Paper 16)

Jarman provides the most detailed documentation ever pub-

lished on the iliness and social conditions of patients in London

and the characteristics of their GPs and other health services.
£4.00

Inner Cities (Occasional Paper 19)

Prize-winning report, analysing the problems of general prac-
tice in several inner cities in the UK, with suggestions as to
how they can be overcome. £3.00

General Practitioner Hospitals (Occasional Paper 23)
A report from a working party reviews the history and literature
on GP hospitals. ... a short, factual and informative report with
a good bibiography’ Hospital and Health Service Review.
£3.00

Social Class and Health Status: Inequality or Difference
(Occasional Paper 25)

Complementing the Black Report on social class and health,
Crombie provides new evidence that GPs actively compensate
by providing more consultations and more care for patients in
social classes 4 and 5. £3.50

Alcohol — A Balanced View (Report 24)

This report of a College working party offers a logical approach
to drinking problems which can easily be applied in everyday
practice. £5.00

Patient Participation in General Practice

(Occasional Paper 17)

Brings together a large number of current ideas and much prac-
tical information about patient participation groups. £3.75

Booking for Maternity Care. A Comparison of Two
Systems (Occasional Paper 31)

A detailed study of the views of mothers booked for delivery
in a GP unit and those booked for shared care in a specialist
consultant unit. £3.50

All the above can be obtained from the Central Sales Office,
Royal College of General Practitioners, 14 Princes Gate, London
SW7 1PU. Prices includes postage. Payment should be made
with order. Access and Visa welcome (Tel: 01-225 3048).
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